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John Casken
Light Into My Dark
Light Into My Dark for mezzo-soprano solo, chorus and orchestra is a setting of Part 4
of Northumbrian Sequence by the English poet Kathleen Raine, a deeply metaphysical
set of six poems about the mysteries of creation, the forces of nature, and the eventual
flight of the spirit. Part 4 is about the very act of incarnation and the anticipation of a
new birth. 

The title of my work is taken not from Part 4 but alludes to a line from Part 2 of Raine’s
Sequence: “Into my dark I have drawn down his light.” This is the essence of Part 4 as a
young woman tries to come to terms with the arrival of her child whilst surrounded by
the storms and pain of the world. “Into my dark” is symbolic not only of the mother’s
womb, but also reflects her thoughts of the dark unknown, “The raging of the
storm/That rose up from the great abyss/Before the earth was made.”

Light Into My Dark continues my personal exploration of Northumberland’s landscape,
poetry and spirituality. Raine’s northern landscape is vividly drawn: “Let in the wind/Let
in the rain/Let in the moors tonight…..Let in the trees that toss and groan/Let in the
north tonight.” The idea of ‘letting in’ is a constant theme throughout the poem and I
have used it throughout the work, expressed in the very quietest and the loudest kinds
of vocal delivery.  

In this landscape the young woman contemplates the light, the child that she will let in,
and wonders “….how can virgin fingers weave/A covering for the void,/How can my
fearful heart conceive/Gigantic solitude?/How can a house so small contain/A
company so great?”  The woman is not named as Mary, nor the child as Christ, but
from the final lines “Let in the wound/Let in the pain/Let in your child tonight”, the
imminent birth already foreshadows the pains of death to come. 

The mezzo-soprano soloist is the lyrical and dramatic voice of this woman, “frail in
[her] virgin form.” Her realization that she “must bind in human form/A living power so
great” resonates not only with the realities and fears surrounding the arrival of the new
child, but acknowledges that this new presence will indeed be very special. 

The chorus, almost like a Greek Chorus, collectively summons the tempests that lash
this northern winter landscape. It also echoes and comments on the soloist’s lines, and
finally exhorts the young woman to let in her child. 

The work was commissioned by Manchester University Chorus for performance with
MU Symphony Orchestra conducted by Robert Guy, and the solo part was written for
the mezzo-soprano Katie Bray. The work is in one movement and lasts 28 minutes.



Let in the wind   
Let in the rain

Let in the moors tonight.
 

The storm beats on my window-pane,
Night stands at my bed-foot,

Let in the fear, 
Let in the pain,

Let in the trees that toss and groan,
Let in the north tonight.

 
Let in the nameless formless power

That beats upon my door,
Let in the ice, let in the snow,

The banshee howling on the moor,
The bracken-bush on the bleak hillside,

Let in the dead tonight.
 

The whistling ghost behind the dyke,
The dead that rot in mire,

Let in the thronging ancestors
The unfulfilled desire,

Let in the wraith of the dead earl,
Let in the unborn tonight.

 
Let in the cold,
Let in the wet,

Let in the loneliness,
Let in the quick,
Let in the dead,

Let in the unpeopled skies.
 

Oh how can virgin fingers weave
A covering for the void,

How can my fearful heart conceive
Gigantic solitude?

How can a house so small contain
A company so great?

Let in the dark,
Let in the dead,

Light Into My Dark
Words by Kathleen Raine, taken from her Northumbrian Sequence (Part 4)
Used by permission of Faber & Faber

Let in your love tonight.
Let in the snow that numbs the grave,

Let in the acorn-tree,
The mountain stream and mountain stone,

Let in the bitter sea.
 

Fearful is my virgin heart
And frail my virgin form,

And must I then take pity on
The raging of the storm

That rose up from the great abyss
Before the earth was made,

That pours the stars in cataracts
And shakes this violent world?

 
Let in the fire,

Let in the power,
Let in the invading might.

 
Gentle must my fingers be 

And pitiful my heart
Since I must bind in human form

A living power so great,
A living impulse great and wild

That cries about my house
With all the violence of desire

Desiring this my peace.
 

Pitiful my heart must hold
The lonely stars at rest,

Have pity on the raven’s cry
The torrent and the eagle’s wing,

The icy water of the tarn
And on the biting blast.

 
Let in the wound,

Let in the pain,
Let in your child tonight.



John Casken (b. 1949) lives in Northumberland 
not far from the English-Scottish Borders and 
the Cheviot Hills. Writing for voice, both solo and 
choral, as well as in stage works, is a major aspect of his work. His two full-length
operas have been performed internationally with seven productions of the first one,
Golem (1989 – First Britten Award for  Composition) in England, USA, Germany and
France, and two productions of the second, God’s Liar (2001), in London, Brussels,
and Vienna. His most recent stage work, his second for Sir John Tomlinson, is the
chamber opera The Shackled King, based on King Lear, which won the Tippett Medal
in 2022 and was nominated for an Ivors Academy Award in November 2022.

John Casken has worked closely with a number of orchestras - Royal Northern Sinfonia
(Composer-in-Association 1990-2000), BBC Philharmonic and the Hallé, and
commissions have come from the BBC Philharmonic, Hallé, Royal Northern Sinfonia,
Philharmonia Orchestra, CBSO, and the Nationaltheater-Orchestra in Mannheim. The
Hallé recorded Orion over Farne, his Violin Concerto and Concerto for Orchestra in
2014 (NMC label) as well as releasing the oboe concerto Apollinaire’s Bird as a
download the same year. Madonna of Silence, his ‘drama for trombone and orchestra’,
was premiered by Katy Jones and the Hallé in February 2019 and can be seen on
youtube.

RNS has recorded a number of other works on NMC including Golem and his Cello
Concerto composed for Heinrich Schiff. He has also enjoyed fruitful creative
relationships with The Lindsays, Hilliard Ensemble (in particular The Dream of the
Rood, 2008 - British Composer Award 2009), Ensemble 10/10, Psappha and Quatuor
Danel, and works have been performed at the BBC Proms, many UK festivals, with
international festival appearances including in Warsaw, Tokyo, Aspen, Maastricht,
Salzburg, Vienna, Montepulciano and Schleswig Holstein. 

It was in Warsaw when he was a student in 1971-2 that he got to know Poland’s
foremost composer Witold Lutosławski and began a long association and close
friendship with him. John Casken has been a Lecturer at Birmingham and Durham
Universities and from 1992 to 2008 was Professor of Music at The University of
Manchester, a connection he still holds as Emeritus Professor of Music.

www.johncasken.com

John Casken
Composer



Robert Guy hails from North Wales and is a conductor and presenter who passionately
believes in utilising the art's unique potential to communicate, connect and empower.
Robert is an outstanding musician who is in high demand and has conducted more of
the main classical and romantic repertoire than most of his generation across
orchestras, chamber ensembles, choirs and opera. Robert enjoys a close relationship
with Manchester Camerata and will make his debut with the BBC National Orchestra of
Wales in December. An advocate of new music he has conducted 50 world premières.

Robert is Co-Founder and Artistic Director of NEW Sinfonia, a multi faceted arts
organisation which boasts a professional chamber orchestra, community vocal
ensemble NEW Voices and education programme NEW Academi, based in North
Wales. NEW Sinfonia are orchestra in residence at the North Wales International Music
Festival and this season Robert conducted the National Youth Chamber Choir of Great
Britain and the world première of a new opera by Paul Mealor called Gelert. Robert has
worked with Welsh National Opera and leading soloists and composers including
Rebecca Dale, Ye-Eun Choi, Tamsin Waley Cohen, Federico Colli and Raphael
Wallfisch. Robert has led engagement workshops which have been featured by the
BBC.

He has been involved in many prestigious concerts including being Assistant
Conductor to Simon Halsey and the BBC Proms Youth Choir at the BBC Proms and
making his debuts with the Orchestra of Opera North and Huddersfield Choral Society.
He enjoys a close relationship with Manchester Camerata where he has performed
with Tine Thing Helseth, conducted and presented concerts for Orchestra Live,
recorded for Sony Playstation and performed for the Manchester International Festival.
Robert is Principal Guest Conductor to Stockport Symphony Orchestra and guest
conducts Immix Ensemble, a new music ensemble based in Liverpool.

Robert Guy
Conductor
"The NEW Sinfonia orchestra was under
the direction of Robert Guy, who elicited a
dramatically taught reading, in which the
textural qualities of the score were
sensitively revealed and the melodies
clearly presented. He was particularly
attentive in managing the dynamics, which were always nicely balanced to support
the soloists and choirs, and achieved without ever losing the orchestra’s own voice”.
OPERA WIRE



Robert’s collaborative approach to building trust with musicians has been shaped by
his early professional career as a viola player, where he notably played with the Royal
Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, Orchestra of Opera North and alongside the Allegri
and Edinburgh String Quartets. He is now mentored by some of the greatest
conductors of the modern era having been chosen for several prestigious
programmes. These include being selected by Kirill Karabits to work with the Britten
Pears Orchestra and by Jorma Panula as part of his Panula Academy in Finland
working with the Turku Philharmonic. Internationally, Robert has been selected for
prestigious masterclasses working with the Berlin Philharmonic in Aix-en-Provence,
Neemi Järvi, Scottish Chamber Orchestra, Berlin Sinfonietta and the Schleswig-
Holstein Music Festival Chorus.

Robert is frequently in demand as an empathetic and committed conductor of youth
orchestras. Nationally, Robert has conducted the National Youth Orchestra of Wales at
St David’s Hall and Wales Millennium Centre in Cardiff, the Hallé Youth Orchestra, and
Pro Corda at Cadogan Hall in London. Internationally, he has been invited to conduct
for the World Orchestra Festival, Asia Pacific Orchestra Festival (APAC) in Vietnam,
Association of Music in International Schools (AMIS) in Salzburg, Haileybury Astana in
Kazakhstan and the North London Collegiate School (NLCS) in South Korea.

Robert is proud to be Director of the University of Manchester’s elite undergraduate
Conducting Programme, Head of Choral Programmes and Director of Ensembles. In
these roles he directed the first performance of Barry Cooper’s new Bärenreiter edition
of Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis, commissioned a new choral work Light Into My Dark
by John Casken and has led memorable performances ranging from Elgar’s The Dream
of Gerontius to Rachmaninoff’s Symphonic Dances. Recent and current conducting
students are rapidly making their way in the profession with organisations which
include RSNO Chorus, The Hallé, NYCGB Fellowship Programme, RTÉ Concert
Orchestra and Buxton International Festival. He is also a faculty member for Cardiff
International Academy of Conducting.

Robert is a proud former member of the National Youth Orchestra of Wales and
Liverpool FC fan.

@RobGuyConductor and Author of #The Conductor Guy: The Classical Music
Podcast
#50 world premières      #241 student conductors



Katie Bray
Soloist

Winner of the Dame Joan Sutherland 
Audience Prize at Cardiff Singer of the 
World 2019, British mezzo-soprano Katie Bray has become known for her magnetic
stage presence and gleaming, expressive tone.

Recent roles for Opera North include Hansel Hansel and Gretel, Rosina Il Barbiere di
Siviglia, Varvara Katya Kabanova, Louis XV Chair/Female Cat/Owl L’enfant et les
sortilèges, Lola Cavalleria Rusticana, and Nancy Albert Herring. She has also sung with
Irish National Opera in the title role, Griselda, English National Opera as Daughter
Akhnaten and in The Way Back Home, Scottish Opera as Lucilla La Scala di seta, Welsh
National Opera Zerlina, Don Giovanni, Opera Holland Park Mallika Lakmé, English
Touring Opera Zenobia Radamisto, Minerva Il ritorno d’Ulisse in patria and Satirino La
Calisto, Grimeborn Festival as Charlotte Werther, and with Garsington Opera as Zulma
L’Italiana in Algeri, Zaida Il turco in Italia, and most recently Isolier Le Comte Ory, for
which she received great acclaim. She also recently performed in a staged cabaret of
‘songs banned by the Nazis’, Effigies of Wickedness, at the Gate Theatre, Notting Hill,
in collaboration with English National Opera.

Equally at home on the concert platform, Katie Bray has performed in prestigious
venues such as the Wigmore Hall, Cadogan Hall, and the Holywell Music Room and
she appears regularly in the London English Song Festival, where she has directed
concerts at Wilton’s Music Hall, as well as at the Oxford Lieder Festival for which she
recorded a disc of Schumann songs with Sholto Kynoch. Other recent highlights
include a semi-staged version of Wolf’s Italienisches Liederbuch with Christopher
Glynn and Roderick Williams at Milton Court Concert Hall and Ryedale Festival, and
the premiere of new monodrama Frida with the East London Music Group.

"The most strikingly successful element of
the evening was Katie Bray's fresh-faced
and ingenuous Charlotte. Her olive-toned
mezzo projects cleanly... Hers is a name to
remember."
The Telegraph



Katie Bray is particularly noted for baroque repertoire and has appeared with
Barokksolistene and Bjarte Eike, Monteverdi Choir and Sir John Eliot
Gardiner, La Nuova Musica, Ludus Baroque, London Handel Orchestra and
Laurence Cummings, Wroclaw Baroque Orchestra, and Spira Mirabilis. She
has also appeared with orchestras including the Britten Sinfonia, Royal
Philharmonic Orchestra, the Orchestre Chambre de Paris, and the Aalborg
Symphony Orchestra.

Recent and future highlights include concerts at the Oxford Lieder Festival,
Viardot200 Festival, and with the Irish Baroque Orchestra, with the BBC
National Orchestra of Wales and Jac van Steen, the Scottish Chamber
Orchestra and Peter Whelan, Messiah for the Hallé Orchestra, Beethoven’s
Ninth Symphony with the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra at the Barbican and a
role in Garsington Opera’s 2023 Festival.

Katie Bray graduated as a Karaviotis Scholar from the opera course at the
Royal Academy of Music, was awarded the Principal’s Prize and won First
Prize in the Richard Lewis Singing Competition.

 



Josh Hill – President
Kwankaew Ruangtrakool – Vice-president

Izzy Hussey – Secretary 
Thea Nesbitt – Social Media Officer

Bobbo Peers – Attendance Secretary
Sophia Hurst – Poster/Programme Designer & Webmaster

Benjamin Maybury – Fundraising Officer
Leo Gatty – Accompanist

Heather Steward – Librarian
Malcolm Chapman

Sandy Thomson
James Garratt

With special thanks to the Chorus Committee:

Find us on:
www.universitychorus.org.uk

uom_chorus

University of Manchester Chorus

@uom_chorus

Any donations to help support the running of chorus
would be most appreciated. Donations can be made to

our Just Giving page here 

https://www.justgiving.com/crowdfunding/uomchorus?utm_term=4egrkwRBa
https://www.justgiving.com/crowdfunding/uomchorus?utm_term=4egrkwRBa

